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Illuminations talks to Tom Cavanagh

March 15, 2016

Thomas B. Cavanagh, Ph.D. is Associate Vice President of Distributed Learning at the University of Central Florida (UCF). In this role he
oversees UCF’s distance learning strategy, policies, and practices, including program and course design, development, and assessment. In
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his career, Tom has administered e-learning development for both academic (public and private) and industrial (Fortune 500,
government/military) audiences. Tom’s research interests include e-learning, technical communication, and the societal in uence of
technology on education, training, culture, and commerce. He is also an award-winning author of several mystery novels.

How long have you been at UCF?
In February, seven years.
What have you learned about UCF in those years?
One of my favorite things about UCF is that it is a place where, if you’ve got some ideas, people are going to listen to them, and you
can have the opportunity to actually follow through. There is a real entrepreneurial spirit, a real sense of innovation, and I don’t
think that this is prevalent everywhere. There are some schools that have been around a lot longer, that are stuck in their ways:
“That’s not the way we do it here”. I haven’t heard that here at UCF, at all.
Center for Distributed Learning (CDL) might be one of the best places at UCF to see that entrepreneurial spirit at work.
We do try to foster a culture of innovation, and part of that is our ”Hack Days”. We didn’t invent it—it’s been done elsewhere, and
we’ve adopted it. We give the staff 24 hours, three times a year, once a semester, to do whatever they want, to carve out the time to
work on whatever project they want. It’s not compulsory. You don’t have to participate. But we get a lot of participation. Even
though it’s called “Hack Day” it’s not just for programmers. A lot of cool innovations, things that people have always wanted to
work on, have resulted. At the end, we do a showcase, and people vote, and a small prize, maybe a magnet or something, is awarded
to the winners. Maybe 50% of what we come up with can be implemented right away. We mobilized our whole web site in a Hack
Day. It was awesome. Other kinds of improvement have happened. The administrative staff used Hack Day to completely
reorganize the supply closet, and they came in second in the voting. Once someone used the time to wash and clean the golf cart,
which was a mess. One group took the time to rewrite a style guide. So there are all kinds of things happening on Hack Days.
These are exceptions; a lot of the activities deal with technology. It’s awesome!
That’s pretty cool. So what else is cool about CDL? I know you like to stay in close contact with the faculty.
Yes. If there are faculty that have not worked with us yet, particularly new faculty, they need to know that they are our customers,
more than students. With the exception of our help desk, we are not in contact with students. We reach students through faculty.
Everything we do is for faculty, to ensure their success. Another thing I say, tongue in cheek (most people get the joke), they know
their subject, their discipline. We know online learning. We think about it all day long. We have people who are nationally
recognized scholars, who are in demand to speak and do peer-reviewed research on online learning, so: ignore our advice at your
peril. (Smile) Ultimately, it’s your course, you can do whatever you want. But we are here to help you. To add value, beyond what
you originally envisioned for your course. To bring ideas and capabilities that you didn’t even know were available. So I tell people,
when they leave IDL6543, if you forget everything else, just remember our phone number, 407-823-4910.
There used to simply be one IDL course, and now you have a whole suite of offerings.
There is still one IDL course, and a suite of faculty development services and tools. If you go to our website, online.ucf.edu
(mailto:online@ucf.edu), and select the “Teach” option, under “Teach” there is an option for faculty development. We do Faculty
Seminars each semester, and they are all archived. You can go back and watch them. Take a look at the Teaching Online
Pedagogical Repository, a resource which we are building every day, almost a group of peer-reviewed accepted and best practices.
There is more there than you could do in a semester.
What of these services and tools are most underutilized by our faculty?
That’s a good question and could be answered in several ways.
In some ways, I think, despite its ubiquity, that the Learning Management System could be leveraged a lot more. For example,
those teaching face-to-face could take a lot more advantage of the Learning Management System, what we call Webcourses@UCF,
run by Canvas. We have a lot of other things, including what we call our learning object development system, Obojobo, and our
instructional game creation tool called Materia. Using Materia is real easy; you don’t have to be a programmer to build fun
instructional games that write grades right into your gradebook. Not everybody knows about this.
So maybe those three things (Canvas, Obojobo, and Materia.)
Do you think most people now being hired as faculty take IDL6543?
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It depends on the discipline. We are highly engaged in many places. For example, in Political Science, I think that all of the faculty
may have taken IDL6543. Criminal Justice, Health Services Administration, Nursing: these are places where almost all their faculty
are teaching online. We are happy to work with everyone.
Are there any new developments taking place online?
Yes. A partnership between Regional Campuses. University Marketing, and CDL is creating a new model, growing online learning
in new markets. This will kick off in January 2016, with the Master of Social Work as the rst program,
http://www.ucf.edu/online/degree/master-of-social-work-msw/ (http://www.ucf.edu/online/degree/master-of-social-work-msw/) .
Student services speci cally for these online students is an important component of the program. These new programs will further
the University’s access mission, across the state and elsewhere.
What do you like to do when you are not at work?
Usually, I take this as an opportunity to promote my latest novel!
Maybe a lot of people don’t know that you write novels.
It’s been a while since I’ve published one. I’m working on one right now; almost nished. Well, about halfway done.
http://thomasbcavanagh.com/ (http://thomasbcavanagh.com/) is the website with more information about my books. Excerpts,
reviews and ebook purchases, of course.

Note: Head Games, one of Tom’s novels, is at PS3603.A8995H43 2007 on the fourth oor of the John C. Hitt Library.

Can you give us a secret about UCF? Something you like to do, or a tip for newcomers to campus.

I will—occasionally—hide out. I take a laptop and go to the Student Union or somewhere for a few hours to work on something.
The wireless environment allows you to work all over campus.

And I sometimes give blood. If you see the Red Bus, it only takes about 20 minutes.
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